
 

 
1 

U.S. Department of the Interior 

Bureau of Land Management 

Little Snake Field Office 

455 Emerson Street 

Craig, CO  81625-1129 

 

 ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT  
 

 

EA-NUMBER:  CO-100-2008-050 

 

PROJECT NAME :  Sand Wash Herd Management Area Population Management Action. 

 

LEGAL DESCRIPTION :  See Map, Attachment 1 

 

Sand Wash Herd Management Area  T8N R99W Secs. 1, 2, 11-14, 24  

 T8N R98W Secs. 1-30  

 T8N R97W Secs. 4-10, 15-20, 30  

 T9N R99W Secs. 1-25, 34-36  

 T9N R98W All   

 T9N R97W Secs. 4-9, 16-21, 28-33 

 T10N R100W Secs. 24-26, 34-36  

 T10N R99W Secs. 1, 2, 7-36  

 T10N R98W All   

 T10N R97W Secs. 1-12, 14-22, 27-34  

 T11N R99W Sec. 36 

 T11N R98W Secs. 13, 14, 20-36  

 T11N R97W Secs. 19, 29-35 

  

 153,118 acres - BLM 

     1,847 acres - Private 

     3,238 acres - State 

 158,203 acres - Total  

 

APPLICANT :  BLM 

 

PLAN CONFORMANCE REVIEW :  The Proposed Action is subject to the following plan: 

 

Name of Plans:  Little Snake Resource Management Plan and Record of Decision 

 

Date(s) Approved: April 26, 1989 

 

Results:  The Proposed Action is consistent with the Little Snake Resource Management 

Plan, Record of Decision, Wild Horse Management objective to manage wild horse habitat to 
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achieve and maintain a thriving natural ecological balance and to remove excess wild horses 

periodically to maintain appropriate management levels on the HMA.  

 

The Sand Wash HMA is located within Management Unit (MU) 2 (Northern Central), MU 3 

(Little Snake River), MU 5 (Douglas Mountain) and MU 12 (Vermillion). The majority of the 

HMA falls within MU 3. The Proposed Action is compatible with the management objectives for 

MU 2 which are to provide for the development of the oil and gas resource. It is also compatible 

with the management objectives for MU 3 which are to improve soil and watershed values, 

increase forage production and enhance livestock grazing. The Proposed Action is also 

compatible with the management objectives for MU 5, which are to manage the forest and 

woodland resources to produce a variety of forest and woodland products on a sustained-yield 

basis, and with the management objectives for MU 12, which are to prevent any increases in 

erosion and/or sediment yield.   

 

The Proposed Action and Alternatives have been reviewed for conformance with this plan (43 

CFR 1610.5, BLM 1617.3). 

 

RELATIONSHIP TO STATUTES, REGULATIONS, POLICIES, OR OTHER 

ENVIRONMENTAL ANALYSES  
 

The Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros Act of 1971 (P.L. 92-195) (Act) and 43 Code of 

Federal Regulations (CFR 4700- Protection, Management, and Control of Wild Free-Roaming 

Horses and Burros), recognizes wild horses will be managed in balance with other uses and with 

the productivity of their habitat. BLM is directed to analyze current monitoring data and other 

pertinent information when making a determination that an overpopulation of wild horses exists.  

BLM is directed to remove excess wild horses as a means to restore a thriving, natural ecological 

balance to the range, and to protect the range from the deterioration associated with 

overpopulation. 

 

The appropriate management level (AML) of 163 to 362 wild horses identified in this document 

continues to implement the management range established in the 2001 Sand Wash Wild Horse 

Environmental Assessment/Gather Plan (CO-100-2001-044). The 2001 Plan set a management 

range of 163 to 362 wild horses and recognized that this range would be managed on a four year 

gather schedule. This EA identified the high end of the management range, 362 horses, as the 

AML. A subsequent EA (CO-100-2005-051) prepared for the 2005 gather, clarified that the 

AML was a range of 163 to 362 wild horses with each gather having the goal of reducing the 

population down to the low end of AML, 163 horses. This document re-affirms the AML based 

on the monitoring of range and vegetation conditions.  

 

With implementation of the Proposed Action, a predetermined number of wild horses would be 

removed from the Sand Wash Herd Management Area (HMA) in order to achieve the low end of 

the AML range, 163 horses. This action is in accordance with 43 CFR 4700.0-2 which states, in 

part, that wild horses will be managed ñas an integral part of the natural system of the public 

lands under the principle of multiple useéò, with 43 CFR 4700.0-6 which identifies that wild 

horses ñshall be managed as self-sustaining animals in balance with other uses and the 



 

 
3 

productive capacity of their habitat.ò, and with P.L. 92-195, Sec. 3 (b) (2) which identifies the 

need to maintain appropriate numbers of wild horses within their HMAôs.  

 

Wild horses that have relocated outside the boundaries of the HMA would be gathered and 

placed in the adoption program, offered for sale or sent to one of the BLMôs wild horse long- 

term holding facilities. This action is in accordance with 43 CFR 4710.4 which states that 

ñmanagement of [wild horses] shall be undertaken with the objective of limiting the animalsô 

distribution to herd areasò, which is the ñgeographic area identified as having been used by a 

herd as its habitat in 1971ò (43 CFR 4700.0-5).  It is also in accordance with P.L. 92-195, which 

limits wild horse management to areas inhabited by wild horses at the time of the passage of the 

December 1971 Act. 

 

PURPOSE AND NEED FOR PROPOSED ACTION:  Following a thorough review of 

current monitoring data (refer to Appendix I) and recognizing wild horses are to be managed in 

thriving, natural ecological balance with other multiple uses and resources, the Little Snake Field 

Office manager has determined the Sand Wash wild horse herd needs to be reduced to 163 

horses. The herd is managed from 163 and 362 horses to reflect the natural growth rate of the 

population during the period between gathers, and to ensure sustainability of the Sand Wash 

Herd. The AML also reflects the soil, water, and forage resources available to the wild horses 

and other range users. 

 

To help build the scientific foundation for incorporating immunocontraception into BLM 

management of wild horses on western public lands, it is proposed to partner with the Human 

Society of the United States (HSUS) to conduct a five year field study to examine the efficacy of 

PZP (porcine zona pellucida) immunocontraceptive vaccine. The current formulation is a 22 

month time released pelleted vaccine. The study seeks to contracept 60-80% of breeding age 

mares within two wild horse herds and therefore reduce population growth rates significantly. 

The Cedar Mountain herd in Utah and the Sand Wash herd in Colorado have been selected for 

the field study. 

 

Applying fertility control protocol as a part of the Proposed Action should slow reproduction 

rates of mares returned to the Sand Wash HMA following the gather, allowing vegetation 

resources time to recover. It would also decrease gather frequency and disturbance to individual 

animals and the herd and provide for a more stable herd structure. 

 

It also proposed to gather and relocate three wild horse mares from the Sand Wash HMA to the 

Spring Creek HMA which is managed by the Dolores Field Office.  This action would help to 

improve the genetics in the Spring Creek Herd Area. This has been done on previous occasions 

with a successful outcome. An EA for the relocation/reintroduction of wild horses was prepared 

in 2001 (CO-SJFO-01-053 EA) and can be obtained from the Dolores Field Office upon request.   

 

PUBLIC SCOPING PROCESS:  A letter was sent to the interested public on May 22, 2008 to 

notify them that the LSFO was in the process of preparing the 2008 Sand Wash Herd 

Management Area Wild Horse Gather Plan and EA.  In addition, the letter notified the public of 

a public hearing addressing the use of motor vehicles during the capture and transport of wild 
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horses to be held on July 10, 2008. A second public hearing and a follow up discussion on the 

proposed gather was held on July 29, 2008.  A notice was published in the local newspaper to 

inform the public of the second hearing and discussion. 

 

The project is posted on the 2008 NEPA log on the Little Snake Field Office web site and the EA 

will be posted at the following web address upon completion: 

 

http://www.blm.gov/co/st/en/BLM_Information/nepa/lsfo/register_2008.html  

 

BACKGROUND :  With passage of the 1971 Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros Act, 

Congress recognized wild horses are living symbols of the pioneer spirit of the West. The 

Secretary of the Interior was ordered to manage wild, free-roaming horses and burros in a 

manner designed to achieve and maintain a thriving natural ecological balance on the public 

lands. From the passage of the Act through the present day, the Little Snake Field Office (LSFO) 

has endeavored to meet the requirements of the Act. Throughout this period, BLM experience 

has grown, and the knowledge of the effects of current and past management of wild horses and 

burros has increased. At the same time, nationwide awareness and attention has grown. As these 

factors have come together, the emphasis of the wild horse and burro program has shifted.  

Program goals have expanded beyond simply establishing a thriving natural ecological balance 

(setting AML) for individual herds. Goals now  include achieving and maintaining healthy, self-

sustaining populations. 

 

This document has been prepared to assess the environmental impacts resulting from the removal 

of excess wild horses from the Sand Wash HMA, lowering the Sand Wash wild horse population 

to 163 adult animals and lowering the fecundity rate by using the PZP vaccine. This document 

will discuss the specific impacts to wild horses from the age selective removal and the lowering 

of the fecundity rate. The Preferred Alternative section and Appendix II and III of this EA serve 

as the 2008 Operational Gather Plan and address the AML, management range, and technical 

aspects of the Proposed Action. 

 

The numbers, age, and sex of animals proposed for removal are supported by The Wild Horse 

Population Model Version 3.2 developed by Dr. Steve Jenkins, Associate Professor, University 

of Nevada, Reno. Appendix II discusses the parameters used for the modeling runs. 

 

Sand Wash Herd Management Area 

The Sand Wash Herd Management Area is located 45 miles west of Craig, Colorado, in the Sand 

Wash Basin. The HMA encompasses 157,730 total acres, of which 154,940 acres are public, 

1,960 acres are private and 840 acres are managed by the State of Colorado. The HMA has a 

gradual elevation change from 8,100 feet at Lookout Mountain to 6,100 feet at the south end of 

the HMA. The interior of the HMA consists of gently rolling to moderately steep slopes cut by 

numerous small drainages leading into Sand Wash Draw. Yellow Cat Wash and Dugout Wash 

drain most of the eastern half of the basin. Bordering Sand Wash Basin on the southwest is Dry 

Mountain, a small mountain range with elevations ranging from 6,900 to 7,500 feet. To the 

northwest, the HMA is bordered by the Vermillion Bluffs, a large extended rim with elevations 

ranging from 6,800 to 8,100 feet. The HMA is bordered on the east side by Sevenmile Ridge 

http://www.blm.gov/co/st/en/BLM_Information/nepa/lsfo/register_2008.html
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which extends in a north/south direction from Highway 318 northerly along the entire east side 

of the HMA towards Nipple Rim.   

 

The HMA lies within portions of the Sand Wash, Sheepherder Springs, Nipple Rim, and Lang 

Springs Allotments. Domestic sheep are permitted for dormant season and early season use 

relying predominantly on browse during the winter, and early green up of grasses and forbs in 

March and April. Cattle are licensed for 971 AUMs of winter use in Sheepherder Spring 

Allotment. This use historically has not been activated. The HMA supports large game 

(primarily pronghorn antelope and elk), smaller wildlife species and wild horses all year. 

 

The HMA contains large areas of salt desert shrub plant communities that recover slowly from 

impacts such as grazing and mechanical surface disturbance. The predominant plant community 

is sagebrush/perennial grass intermingled with rabbitbrush and salt desert shrubs such as 

shadscale, horsebrush, greasewood, and Nuttallôs saltbush. In areas where soils and topography 

allow, Nuttallôs saltbush is the dominant shrub and is associated with winterfat, budsage, and 

kochia in some areas.  

 

Wild and domestic ungulates rely on browse plant species for much of their nutritional needs 

during the winter months. While the majority of shrub species contain high levels of protein in 

their twig tips and leaves, Nuttallôs saltbush is the most palatable of the browse plants and so is 

often the most heavily impacted by grazing animals. During mild winters or winters with below 

average or average snow accumulation, key islands of localized saltbush communities can 

receive high utilization from the various users. During harsh winters and periods of high snow 

accumulation, Wyoming big sagebrush and salt desert shrub species receive the highest use. The 

heaviest competition between all range users occurs during the early spring when increased 

dietary needs associated with birthing and breeding are further increased by low body fat 

reserves, and low nutritional content of plant species in the early spring.   

 

During the spring and summer, wild horse diets consist primarily of native perennial grasses 

such as Indian ricegrass, bottlebrush squirreltail, western wheatgrass and needleandthread grass. 

 

While the majority of the HMA boundary is fenced, horses in the Sand Wash herd roam freely 

through their range with no internal fencing or impassible topographic features to limit their 

movements. Fewer horses concentrate in the south, southwest and western portion of the HMA 

regardless of the time of year. This is the result of several factors including seasonal recreational 

traffic, lack of perennial water sources, saline water (less palatable), and home range preference.  

The southern and southwestern HMA boundary adjoins the West Boone Draw Allotment which 

is permitted for domestic horses between December and May of each year. 

   

The HMA boundary has numerous wire and metal gates. In the early spring, and extending 

through July, the southern and southeastern HMA has been experiencing an increase in 

recreational off-highway vehicle use. During archery and rifle season, between August and mid-

October, the HMA is popular with large game hunters. Oil and gas development has also 

increased within the HMA. The increases in human traffic and activity has increased the 
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incidence of gates left open and consequently the number of wild horses that leave the HMA, as 

well as occasional incidents where domestic horses relocate inside the HMA.  

 

Horses, livestock and wildlife in the HMA rely on a combination of developed wells, 

undeveloped springs and seeps and water reservoirs. Reservoirs are the primary source of water 

for all users and are widely dispersed through the HMA. In years when the HMA experiences 

below average precipitation, the majority of ponds dry up between July and whenever 

measurable precipitation accumulates in the fall. This results in wildlife either leaving the HMA 

or competing with wild horses for remaining water sources. 

 

MONITORING DATA:   See Appendix I for a summary of current range monitoring data. Wild 

horse census data is also contained in Appendix I.  

 

PROPOSED ACTION AND ALTERNATIVES:  This section of the EA describes the 

Proposed Action and alternatives, including any that were considered but eliminated from 

detailed analysis. Alternatives analyzed in detail include the following: 

 

  Al ternative 1 : Proposed Action - Population Management Action  

 

  Alternative 2: Remove Excess Animals (Lower Limit of AML range). Do not implement 

Fertility Control Protocol 

 

  Alternative 3: No Action Alternative (Defer Population Control) 

 

Actions Common to Alternative 1 and Alternative 2 

 

  All capture and handling activities would be conducted in accordance with the Standard 

Operating Procedures (SOPs) described in Appendix III .  Several capture sites (traps) would 

be used to capture wild horses within the Sand Wash HMA. Whenever possible, capture sites 

would be located in previously disturbed areas. Capture techniques would be the helicopter-

drive trapping method and/or helicopter-roping from horseback. Bait trapping may also be 

utilized on a limited basis, as needed. 

  To the extent possible all horses found outside of the HMA boundaries would be removed 

rather than relocated due to the tendency of the animals to return to the area. 

  An Animal and Plant Inspection Service (APHIS) veterinarian would be on-site, as needed, 

to examine animals and make recommendations to BLM for care and treatment of wild 

horses in accordance with Washington Office Instruction Memorandum (IM) 2006-23.  (A 

copy of this IM can be reviewed upon request at the LSFO.)   

  Selection of animals for removal and/or release would be guided by BLMôs Gather Policy 

and Selective Removal Criteria for Wild Horses (Washington Office IM 2005-206, see 

Appendix VI). 

  Horses that meet one or more criteria for euthanasia would be handled in accordance with 

Washington Office IM 2006-023 (See Appendix V). 
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Alternative 1: Proposed Action, Population Management Action: The Proposed Action is to 

gather approximately 90% (383 wild horses) or more of the current estimated wild horse 

population within the Sand Wash HMA (approximately 425) and remove enough horses to reach 

the low end of the appropriate management level, 163 horses.  Ideally, the goal would be to 

gather 100% of the population, however there are usually several individual horses and bands 

that evade capture; thus, a reasonable gather target would be 90% of the population.   

 

The total population for the HMA is based on a July 24, 2008 fixed-wing census flight. Of the 

animals gathered, approximately 238 excess wild horses would be removed and shipped to BLM 

holding facilities in Cañon City, Colorado. Once there, the horses would be prepared for 

adoption and/or sale to qualified individuals or sent to long term holding facilities. Horses would 

be targeted for removal in accordance with current BLM guidance for selective removals (see 

Appendix VI).   

 

Thirteen (13) wild horses were found residing outside the boundary of the HMA during the July 

2008 census flight.  These animals would be gathered and shipped to Cañon City. The preference 

to ship the horses is based on the fact that these horses may be inclined to take up residence 

outside the HMA once again, if released. 

 

Twenty (20) wild horses would be held in Craig, Colorado and offered for adoption shortly after 

the completion of the gather. Any horses not adopted would subsequently be shipped to Cañon 

City. Three mares would be transported to the Spring Creek HMA and released. A total of 261 

horses would be removed from the HMA. 

 

122 of the gathered wild horses would be returned to the HMA after the gather is completed. If 

possible, the sex ratio of the horses released back to the HMA will be as close to 50:50 as 

possible; 61 mares and 61 studs would be released. All the mares released would be subject to 

the fertility control research protocol. These mares would be inoculated with a 22 month pelleted 

PZP vaccine in accordance with Standard Operating Procedures as described in Appendix III. 

This vaccine would not impact foaling rates in the spring of 2009, but would take effect in 2010 

and 2011.  Late in 2010, a one or two year booster vaccine would be administered to those mares 

involved in the research study. This booster would be applied on the ground by trained personnel 

via a dart gun. This booster would further reduce foaling rates potentially through 2013. Each 

mare treated with PZP would be specifically and individually identifiable based on either freeze-

marks or physical descriptions and photographs for later monitoring.   

 

Approximately 42 horses would not be gathered for a variety of reasons, but mostly due to the 

increasing difficulty of gathering horses when only a few, widely scattered, bands remain left un-

gathered. Of the 42 horses remaining, approximately 60%, or 25, would be mares. These mares 

would not be treated with the fertility control drug and would continue to reproduce as normal. 

 

All of these numbers are estimates based on the best available data collected during past gathers, 

census flights and on the ground monitoring.  
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Alternative 2, Remove Excess Horses; No Fertility Control: Under this alternative, 

approximately 90% (383 wild horses) of the current estimated wild horse population within the 

HMA (425 wild horses) would be gathered.  122 of the gathered wild horses would be returned 

to the HMA after the gather is completed. If possible, the sex ratio of the horses released back to 

the HMA would be as close to 50:50 as possible; 61 mares and 61 studs would be released. In 

addition, a representation of horses from each age class would be released in order to create a 

stable age distribution after the gather is complete. Approximately 42 horses would not be 

gathered under this alternative; therefore the number of horses remaining in the HMA would be 

approximately 163 horses remaining in the HMA after the release of the gathered horses.  

 

As in the Proposed Action, the 13 wild horses that are outside the HMA would be gathered and 

shipped to Cañon City.   

 

Under this alternative, 20 horses would be held in Craig, Colorado for an adoption event, and 

three mares would be transported and released in the Spring Creek HMA.  Approximately 238 

wild horses would be transported to the BLM holding facilities in Cañon City, Colorado. Once 

there, the horses would be prepared for adoption and/or sale to qualified individuals or sent to 

long term holding facilities. Approximately 163 wild horses would remain in the Sand Wash 

HMA after the gathering operation is concluded.  

 

Unlike the Proposed Action, any mares returned following the gather to the HMAs would not be 

subject to any form of fertility control.  All other capture and handling activities would be the 

same as described for the Proposed Action. 

 

Alternative 3, No Action: The No Action Alternative would be to defer gathering and removing 

animals. This alternative postpones direct management of the wild horse populations in the Sand 

Wash HMA. Wild horse populations throughout the west are estimated to increase at 15-25% per 

year. These populations may eventually reach equilibrium by regulating their numbers through 

periodic elevated mortality rates caused by drought, insufficient forage (starvation), water and/or 

space availability, disease, predation, or a combination of these environmental factors.  

Alternatively, a management action to reduce herd numbers may be evaluated and implemented 

at another time. The LSFO would continue habitat and population monitoring on the wild horse 

populations within the Sand Wash HMA. 

 

The Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros Act requires the Bureau to prevent the range from 

deterioration associated with overpopulation of wild horses, and to preserve and maintain a 

thriving natural ecological balance and multiple use relationship in that area.  The No Action 

Alternative would not comply with the 1971 Act or with applicable federal regulations and 

Bureau policy; nor would it comply with Coloradoôs Rangeland Health Standards and Guidelines 

for Livestock Grazing Management. For these reasons, this alternative was eliminated from 

further consideration but is used for comparison in the population modeling; see Appendix 

II.   
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Table 3.  Comparison of Alternatives 

Alternative  

Number 

of Wild 

Horses 

Gathered 

Number 

of Wild 

Horses 

Removed 

Number 

of Wild 

Horses 

Released 

Data 

Collection 

Selective 

Removal 

Criteria 

Implemented 

Fertility 

Control  

Used 

Number of 

Mares 

Treated 

with 

Fertility 

Control  

Number of 

Horses 

Remaining 

After 

Action 

Alternative 

1 
383 261 122 Yes Yes Yes ~61 163 

Alternative 

2 
383 261 122 Yes Yes No 0 163 

Alternative 

C3 

No Action 

Alternative  

0 0 0 No No No 0 463 

 

ALTERNATIVES CONSIDE RED, BUT ELIMINATED FROM FURTHER ANALYSI S:  
The possibility of a gather conducted without the implementation of age selection was 

considered.  Under this strategy, fewer horses would have to be gathered; the first 300 horses 

gathered would be removed without regard to their age and adoptability. Fewer horses would be 

subjected to the stress of the gather activities; however, this alternative would not be in 

conformance with current Bureau Policy and was eliminated from further review.  

 

AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT/ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES/MITIGATION 

MEASURES 

 

CRITICAL RESOURCES  
 

AIR QUALITY  

 

 Affected Environment:  The air quality of the affected area is typical of arid and semi-

arid rangelands in the inter-mountain region. Short-term and localized impacts resulting from 

fugitive dust can impair visibility and exasperate respiratory conditions. Existing sources of 

fugitive dust are from roads, trails and other disturbed soil surfaces, as well as, from the natural 

environment and other land uses that affect the balance of plant cover and bare soil surfaces that 

exists at specific sites. 

 

 Environmental Consequences, both alternatives: Short-term and localized impacts 

resulting from fugitive dust would be associated with different aspects of the gather. Dust in the 

air would be elevated by vehicle traffic, low-ground helicopter activities and by the horses when 

driven to the traps. The disturbed ground created by the horses along the drive routes and in the 

trap and corral areas would be a source of dusts in the short-term, when strong winds are present. 

Standard operating procedures require water to be applied to suppress dust in the trap and corral 

areas, reducing the hazard of dust. Dusts generated by implementing either of the alternatives 

would be localized and short-term.  Physical and/or biological crusts would reform on the soil 

surface to stabilize the soil surface and reduce the generated fugitive dust with time. Impairment 

of regional air quality would not be expected to occur.        
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Mitigative Measures: None. 

 

 Name of specialist and date:  Ole Olsen, 05/03/08   

 

AREA OF CRITICAL ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERN  
 

Affected Environment:  Not present. 

 

Environmental Consequences:  Not applicable. 

 

Mitigative Measures:  None.  

 

Name of specialist and date:  Rob Schmitzer, 05/05/08 

 

CULTURAL RESOURCES  
 

 Affected Environment:  Cultural resources, in this region of Colorado, range from late 

Paleo-Indian to Historic.  For a general understanding of the cultural resources in this area of 

Colorado, see An Overview of Prehistoric Cultural Resources, Little Snake Resource Area, 

Northwestern Colorado, Bureau of Land Management Colorado, Cultural Resources Series, 

Number 20, and An Isolated Empire, A History of Northwestern Colorado, Bureau of Land 

Management Colorado, Cultural Resource Series, Number 2. 

 

 Environmental Consequences, both alternatives:  Previously used trap locations for the 

2005 horse gather in Sand Wash have undergone a Class III cultural resource survey. Many of 

the same trap sites would be used again in 2008; at the present time it is not known if additional 

traps would be needed. If new traps or other areas are needed, the following project specific 

mitigative measures will be used:  

 

Additional new traps or areas of impacts will have a Class III cultural survey prior to being used. 

All cultural resources that are determined to be eligible or in the need data category will be 

avoided by all project activities.  

 

Pursuant to 43 CFR 10.4(g) (Federal Register Notice: Monday December 4, 1995, Vol. 60, No. 

232) the holder of this authorization must notify the AO, by telephone (970) 826-5087, with 

written confirmation, immediately upon the discovery of human remains, funerary items, sacred 

objects, or objects of cultural patrimony. Further, pursuant to 43 CFR 10.4(c) and (d), you must 

stop activities in the vicinity of the discovery and protect it for 30 days or until notified to 

proceed by the authorized officer.  

 

The following standard stipulations apply for this project: 

 

The operator is responsible for informing all persons who are associated with the operations that 

they will be subject to prosecution for knowingly disturbing historic or archaeological sites, or 

for collecting artifacts.  If historic or archaeological materials are encountered or uncovered 
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during any project activities, the operator is to immediately stop activities in the immediate 

vicinity of the find and immediately contact the authorized officer (AO) at (970) 826-5000.  

Within five working days, the AO will inform the operator as to: 

 

 ̆ Whether the materials appear eligible for the National Register of Historic Places; 

 ̆ The mitigation measures the operator will likely have to undertake before the 

identified area can be used for project activities again; and 

 ̆ Pursuant to 43 CFR 10.4(g) (Federal Register Notice, Monday, December 4, 1995, 

Vol. 60, No. 232) the holder of this authorization must notify the AO, by telephone at 

(970) 826-5000,  and with written confirmation, immediately upon the discovery of 

human remains, funerary items, sacred objects, or objects of cultural patrimony.  

Further, pursuant to 43 CFR 10.4(c) and (d), you must stop activities in the vicinity of 

the discovery and protect it for 30 days or until notified to proceed by the authorized 

officer.  

 

 Name of specialist and date:  Robyn Watkins Morris, 05/01/08 

 

ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE  

 

 Affected Environment:  The Proposed Action is located in an area of isolated dwellings.  

Ranching, farming and oil/gas development are the primary economic activities.  

 

 Environmental Consequences, both alternatives:  The project area is relatively isolated from 

population centers, so no populations would be affected by physical or socioeconomic impacts of 

the proposed or alternative actions.  Neither alternative would directly affect the social, cultural 

or economic well-being and health of Native American, minority or low-income populations. 

 

Mitigative Measures:  None. 

 

Name of specialist and date:  Mike Andrews, 05/01/08 
 

FLOOD PLAINS  
 

 Affected Environment:  Small active and stable floodplain areas are present along South 

Sand Wash, upper Sand Wash and several other tributaries.  Yellow Cat Wash and segments of 

lower Sand Wash do not have stable floodplain areas due to stream incisement, scouring runoff 

and unstable sandy soil conditions.  None of these floodplains have developments associated 

with them, except for fences, windmills and unimproved roads. 

 

 Environmental Consequences, both alternatives:  No adverse impacts are expected to 

occur to floodplain resources with implementation of the Proposed Action.  Some beneficial 

impacts to the stability of floodplain areas may result from maintaining the wild horse herd at 

appropriate levels where available upland forage is allocated to them.  Reducing the herd would 

result in fewer horses trampling on floodplain areas and grazing on forage resources when water 

is present in the drainages.  No threat to human safety, life, welfare and property would result 
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from the Proposed Action under any of the alternatives. 

 

 Mitigative Measures:  None. 

 

 Name of specialist and date:  Ole Olsen, 05/03/08    

 

INVASIVE, NONNATIVE SPECIES  
 

 Affected Environment: Invasive and noxious weeds are present in the affected area.  

Invasive annuals such as downy brome (cheatgrass), halogeton, blue mustard and yellow 

alyssum commonly occur in the affected area and are occupying disturbed areas created by 

roads, ponds and rodents and areas of concentrated use by livestock and wild horses.  These 

annual invasive plants are present within rangeland plant communities although their growth is 

usually suppressed by competition with established perennial plants.  Biennial and perennial 

noxious weeds are less common in occurrence.  Downy brome and halogeton are on the 

Colorado List C of noxious weeds.  Colorado List B noxious weeds that are present within the 

Sand Wash Herd Management Area include hoary cress (whitetop), Canada thistle and other 

biennial thistles, as well as, perennial pepperweed, tamarisk and Russian olive along drainages or 

ponds.  Other Colorado List B noxious weeds that are present in the vicinity and could 

potentially become established within the HMA include Russian knapweed, houndstongue, leafy 

spurge and dalmation toadflax. The BLM is in cooperation with the Moffat County Cooperative 

Weed Management program to employ the principals of Integrated Pest Management to control 

noxious weeds on public lands. 

 

 Environmental Consequences, both alternatives: The adverse impact of increased 

invasive and/or noxious weed establishment is very similar under either of the alternatives.  

Invasive annuals would likely be more noticeable in the areas near the traps and corrals in the 

short term due to trampling of perennial plants and reduced competition.  If halogeton becomes 

established in these areas it should be aggressively treated.  Reducing the wild horse herd to the 

lower end of the objective levels should reduce pressure on the forage resources and increase the 

vigor of established perennials making the plant community more resistant to all invasive and 

noxious weeds.  However, vehicular access to public lands for dispersed recreation and grazing 

operations, livestock, wild horse and wildlife movement, as well as wind and water, can cause 

weeds to spread into new areas. Surface disturbance due to livestock and wild horse 

concentration and human activities associated with grazing operations and recreation can also 

increase weed presence.  The perennial noxious weeds in the area are less frequently established 

on the uplands but some potential exists for their establishment in draws and swales with moister 

soils.  The largest concern in the project area would be for biennial and perennial noxious weed 

species to become established and not be detected; once they are detected they can be controlled 

with various integrated pest management techniques.  All principles of Integrated Pest 

Management will be employed to control noxious weeds on public lands.  

 

 Mitigative Measures:  None. 

 

 Name of specialist and date:  Ole Olsen, 05/03/08 
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MIGRATORY BIRDS  
 

 Affected Environment:  The Sand Wash Basin HMA provides habitat for the following 

migratory birds listed on the 2002 Birds of Conservation Concern list: Ferruginous hawk, golden 

eagle, Virginia warbler sage sparrow and pinyon jay.  These species may be found throughout 

the HMA in a variety of habitats predominantly during the spring and summer although golden 

eagles may be found in the HMA throughout the year. 

 

 Environmental Consequences, both alternatives:  Horse gather operations would have 

little to no impact on most of these species.  Projected timing for the gather would be outside of 

the nesting and fledgling period further reducing potential for take to occur. Horse traps may 

result in the loss of some nesting habitat for brush and ground nesting birds. Less than 2 acres of 

habitat throughout the HMA would be lost as a result of these traps. The corrals would be located 

in an existing disturbance and would not result in the further loss of any nesting habitat.   

 

 Mitigative Measures:  None. 

 

 Name of specialist and date: Timothy Novotny, 06/02/08 

 

NATIVE AMERICAN RELIGIOUS CONCERNS  

 

A letter was sent to the Uinta and Ouray Tribal Council, Southern Ute Tribal Council, Ute 

Mountain Ute Tribal Council, and the Eastern Shoshone on May 5, 2007.  The letter listed the 

grazing allotments up for renewal in FY09 and other projects occurring within the fiscal year.  

The letter included a map of the areas.  A follow up phone call was performed on June 16, 2008.  

No comments were received (letter on file at the Little Snake Field Office).  This project requires 

no additional notification.  

 

Name of specialist and date:  Robyn Watkins Morris, 06/16/08 

 

PRIME & UNIQUE FARMLANDS  
 

 Affected Environment:  Not present. 

 

 Environmental Consequences:  None. 

 

 Mitigative Measures:  None.  

 

 Name of specialist and date:  Ole Olsen, 05/03/08     

 

T&E SPECIES - SENSITIVE PLANTS  
 

 Affected Environment:  There are no BLM sensitive plant species within the Sand Wash 

HMA.  The Lookout Mountain ACEC, which bounds the HMA on the northwest, contains one 

BLM sensitive plant as well as rare plant associations.  None of the identified locations of the 
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BLM sensitive plant are within the boundaries of the HMA.  

 

 Environmental Consequences, both alternatives:  Gather activities would not impact any 

BLM sensitive plant communities. 

 

 Mitigative Measures:  None.  

 

 Name of specialist and date:  Hunter Seim, 06/05/08    

 

THREATENED AND ENDANGERED ANIMAL SPECIES 
 

  Affected Environment: The entire HMA is part of the black-footed ferret management 

area.  Although no ferrets have been reintroduced to this area at this time, any ferrets introduced 

to this area would be designated as a non-essential experimental population. No other threatened 

or endangered species or habitat for such species exists, within the HMA boundary. 

 

The HMA does provide habitat for white-tailed prairie dogs, mountain plover burrowing owl and 

greater sage grouse and roosting habitat for bald eagle. All f ive species are BLM special status 

species. 

 

  Environmental Consequences, both alternatives:  Wild horse holding pens at trap 

locations could have a negative impact on sage-grouse leks and nesting habitat. Traps should be 

located 2 miles from known sage-grouse lek sites. There would be no impact to bald eagles or 

black-footed ferrets. 

 

 Mitigative Measures: Locate horse traps at least two miles away from known sage-

grouse lek sites. The BLM COR/PI will be provided with maps indicating the locations of known 

sage-grouse lek sites.  

 

Name of specialist and date:  Timothy Novotny, 06/02/08 

 

T&E SPECIES ï PLANTS 
 

 Affected Environment:  There are no federally listed threatened or endangered plant 

species within the Sand Wash HMA. 

 

 Environmental Consequences:  None. 

 

 Mitigative Measures:  None. 

 

 Name of specialist and date:  Hunter Seim, 06/05/08 

 

WASTES, HAZARDOUS OR SOLID 
 

 Affected Environment:  Not applicable. 
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 Environmental Consequences:  None. 

 

 Mitigative Measures:  None. 

 

 Name of specialist and date:  Kathy McKinstry, 06/09/08 

 

WATER QUALITY - GROUND 
 

 Affected Environment:  Present but not impacted. 

 

 Environmental Consequences:  None. 

 

 Mitigative Measures: None. 

 

 Name of specialist and date:   Marilyn D. Wegweiser, 04/15/08 

 

WATER QUALITY - SURFACE 
 

 Affected Environment: Runoff water drainage from the Sand Wash HMA flows to 

ephemeral draws that are tributaries of Sand Wash, which is an ephemeral tributary of the Little 

Snake River. The water quality of the Little Snake River needs to support Aquatic Life Warm 2, 

Recreation 1a and Agriculture.  The tributaries of this segment of the Little Snake River need to 

support Aquatic Life Cold 2, Recreation 2 and Agriculture; the tributaries are designated as use 

protected.  An assessment conducted in February 2002 found that the Little Snake River was 

fully supporting Aquatic Life Warm 2 and Agriculture, but it was not assessed for Recreation 1a 

(primary contact).  Tributary streams have not been assessed for attainment status, but are not 

suspected of any impairment. 

 

 Environmental Consequences: Alternatives 1 and 2 would each be considered to be Best 

Management Practice that would reduce contributions of non-point pollutants to surface waters.  

The carrying capacity of the affected area is sufficient to support the population objectives, 

however it must still be balanced with the other grazing animals the HMA supports to ensure that 

sufficient forage exists to maintain or improve the current conditions and meet Land Health 

Standards.  The gather and any related fertility control of the wild horse herd would have 

positive effects on water quality. 

 

 Mitigative Measures: None  

 

 Name of specialist and date:  Ole Olsen, 05/03/08  

    

WETLANDS/RIPARIAN ZONES  
 

 Affected Environment:  Some isolated and discontinuous riparian systems are present in 

the affected area.  These resources are usually associated with springs and seeps and would be 
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largely dependent on alluvial and ground waters to maintain these limited resources. Not all of 

the riparian systems within the affected area have been formally documented, but there are 

segments along Sand Wash, South Sand Wash, and Yellow Cat Wash that have streambanks 

lined with baltic rush and point-bars having coyote willow or associated flood plains with inland 

saltgrass.  A few of the stream segments along Sand Wash have baltic rush on one streambank 

and rabbitbrush-wheatgrass on the opposite streambank.  These occur below the confluences of 

Yellow Cat Wash and Dugout Draw. 

 

Lotic riparian zones are limited to the southeast portion of the HMA that follows the Little Snake 

River.  Several short reaches of the Little Snake River are along the HMA boundary.  At the time 

of the last assessment, these reaches were classified as functioning at risk.   

 

 Environmental Consequences: Activities associated with the wild horse gather would not 

have an impact on any riparian systems within the HMA.  Reducing the numbers of horses 

within the HMA would help ensure that these riparian systems are not degraded as a result of 

wild horse use.  

 

 Mitigative Measures: None. 

 

 Name of specialist and date:  Timothy Novotny, 06/02/08 
 

WILD & SCENIC RIVERS  

 

 Affected Environment:  Not present. 

 

 Environmental Consequences:  Not applicable. 

 

 Mitigative Measures:  Not applicable. 

 

 Name of specialist and date:  Rob Schmitzer, 05/05/08 

 

WILDERNESS, WSAs 

 

 Affected Environment:  Not present. 

 

 Environmental Consequences:  None. 

 

 Mitigative Measures:  None. 

 

 Name of specialist and date:  Rob Schmitzer, 05/05/08 
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NON-CRITICAL ELEMENTS  

 

RANGE MANAGEMENT  
 

Affected Environment:  The HMA encompasses portions of the Sand Wash #04219, 

Sheepherder Springs #04217, Nipple Rim #04213, and Lang Spring #04212 Allotments.  In the 

Sand Wash Allotment, the Sand Wash Pasture is the portion within the HMA and is permitted 

for 6,377 AUMs of winter and spring sheep use. In the Sheepherder Springs Allotment, the 

Sheepherder Pasture is the portion within the HMA and is permitted for 7,600 AUMs of winter 

and spring sheep use and 499 AUMs of fall cattle use. In the Nipple Rim Allotment, the south 

half is within the HMA.  The allotment is permitted for 4,900 AUMs of fall, winter, and spring 

sheep use, with roughly half of that use occurring in the HMA.  The entire Lang Spring 

Allotment is within the HMA and is permitted for 363 AUMs of fall, winter, and spring sheep 

use.   

 

As explained further in Appendix I, actual use by livestock has been substantially less than 

permitted use (in most cases, up to 60-75% of the AUMs were not utilized).  This voluntary non-

use began in the late 1990s and continues through the present. The non-use has primarily been a 

result on the ongoing drought and high numbers of wild horses.    

 

The HMA boundary is fenced.  This fence also serves as allotment and pasture boundary fencing 

for some of the allotments in the HMA.  No interior fencing exists within the HMA.  Numerous 

water developments are located throughout the HMA.  Water developments include stock ponds, 

wells, and developed springs. 

 

 Environmental Consequences, both alternatives:  The proposed gather, which is 

consistent with the AML and gather schedule set forth in 2001, would reduce year-round grazing 

pressure, reduce competition for water, and improve the ability of forage plants to recover from 

adverse environmental conditions such as drought.  The gather would also improve the ability of 

livestock operators within the HMA to plan stocking rates, areas of use, and trailing routes to 

strike a balance between wild horse and livestock use of the forage, soil, and water resource. 

 

 Mitigative Measures:  None. 

 

 Name of specialist and date:  Hunter Seim, 06/05/08         

 

SOILS 
 

 Affected Environment: Soils in the Sand Wash Basin have been derived from the Bridger 

Formation, which is comprised of sandstone, claystone and conglomerate.  This was deposited 

during the late Eocene in large inland lakes, which were saline.  Consequentially, the surface 

soils are generally fine sandy loams with clay loam to sand subsoils. The soils are moderately to 

strongly alkaline, generally very slightly saline and mostly shallow to moderately deep.  

Available water holding capacity of the soils is generally low to very low. 
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 Environmental Consequences, both alternatives: The carrying capacity of the affected 

area is sufficient to support the population objectives, however it must still be balanced with the 

other grazing animals the basin supports to ensure that sufficient forage exists to maintain or 

improve the current conditions and meet Land Health Standards. 

 

The capture of horses would occur along existing horse trails and conclude in traps.  During the 

gather some additional disturbance to soils and vegetation adjacent to the trails would occur. 

Aggregate structure can be destroyed, deep hoof prints could modify and influence surface 

drainage, additional compaction of the soil and trampling of vegetation can result.  The degree of 

these impacts would be dependent on soil moisture conditions, the concentration of horses, and 

the amount of time, horses are present. 

 

Therefore, the most severe impacts to the soil resource would be expected near and in the traps 

and holding corrals.  Dry soil conditions at the time of the gather would decrease the potential for 

compaction and deep hoof prints, but soil particles would be more susceptible to wind erosion 

due reduced aggregate stability.  These impacts to the soil resource would be localized and 

generally short-term, unless severe adverse climatic conditions followed shortly after the gather, 

which would displace or remove soil materials by wind or water erosion.  The trap areas should 

be monitored the following growing season to insure that the native perennial plant community 

would be capable of maintaining adequate soil cover to prevent wind or water erosion.  If this 

capability has been lost or significantly reduced then the trap area would need to be revegetated. 

 

 Mitigative Measures: The trap areas should be monitored the following growing season 

to determine if the native plant community will provide adequate cover for the soil resource.  

Revegetation of these areas will be needed if the native plant community is not capable of 

protecting the soil resource.  

 

 Name of specialist and date:  Ole Olsen, 05/03/08 

 

VEGETATION  
 

Affected Environment:  The Sand Wash HMA is dominated by sagebrush-grass and salt 

desert shrub plant communities. The two communities are intermixed and form a complex of 

range sites with saltbush dominating on the clayey sites and sagebrush dominating on the loamy 

sites.  There is also a small amount of juniper woodland in the northeasterly and southerly 

portions of the HMA.  Dominant shrub species include Wyoming big sagebrush, shadscale, 

Nuttallôs saltbush, winterfat, rabbitbrush, budsage, basin big sagebrush, greasewood, and gray 

horsebrush.  Dominant grass species include needleandthread, Indian ricegrass, bottlebrush 

squirreltail, Sandberg bluegrass, western wheatgrass, bluebunch wheatgrass, and prairie 

junegrass.  Dominant forbs include stemless goldenweed, buckwheat, Penstemmon spp., 

Astragalus spp., Lupinus spp., Hoodôs phlox, and arrowleaf balsamroot.  Cheatgrass and 

halogeton are present in varying levels throughout the HMA.  Vegetation density and 

productivity increase towards the northerly end of the HMA due to increasing elevation and 

precipitation. 
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Environmental Consequences, both alternatives:  Impacts to vegetation with implementation 

of the Proposed Action would include disturbance of native vegetation immediately in and 

around temporary trap sites and holding facilities.  Impacts created by vehicle traffic, and hoof 

action of penned horses would be locally severe in the immediate vicinity of the corrals and 

holding facilities.  Generally, these activity sites would be small (less than one half acre) in size 

and these impacts would remain site specific and isolated in nature.  In addition, most trap sites 

or holding facilities are selected to enable easy access by transportation vehicles and logistical 

support equipment and would therefore generally be adjacent to or on roads, pullouts, water haul 

sites, or other flat spots which possess an increased likelihood of having been previously 

disturbed, thereby minimizing the cumulative effects of these impacts.   

   

Reducing the herd size to the lower end of AML, or 163 horses, would decrease the level of 

forage use by horses throughout the HMA.  There is limited competition for available forage 

between wild horses, wildlife, and domestic sheep.  Domestic sheep, particularly during the 

winter, favor sagebrush, saltbush, and other shrubs (Stoddart 1955).  Sheep shift strongly to forbs 

in the spring and early summer, but domestic sheep use in the HMA is primarily in the winter.  

Elk and pronghorn antelope favor shrubs heavily, particularly during the winter, but also utilize 

grasses throughout much of the year (Martin 1951).  Horses are strongly selective for grasses, 

utilizing them almost exclusively throughout most of the year (Urness 1990, Stoddart 1955).  In 

the past four years, utilization of key forage species has been within the acceptable limits of 50% 

on grass species and 40% on browse species with a few exceptions, though there has been trend 

data that suggests consistent year-long utilization of grasses, particularly during drought, has 

suppressed perennial grasses (refer to Appendix I). 

 

Between 2001 and the late fall of 2007, the HMA, along with most of northwest Colorado, 

endured one of the driest periods on record.  During this time, significant reductions in livestock 

use occurred on the allotments within the HMA and this lessened stress on the plant community 

and enhanced their ability to recover under wetter conditions.  Al though drought conditions have 

eased over the HMA as of the spring of 2008, drought recovery continues and the need to 

balance forage use with forage recovery is even more critical. While an increase in vigor and 

overall growth of existing forage plants has been noted, there are fewer surviving individual 

plants and, therefore, less available forage. Grazing by horses at the current intensity during 

drought recovery can damage surviving plants and would ultimately lead to a much longer period 

of recovery.  Assuming precipitation conditions continue their upward trend, this first year after 

the drought needs to contain management actions aimed at improving plant vigor and restoring 

protective residual vegetation and plant litter (Howery 1999). 

 

The Proposed Action would maintain the current AML range and possibly extend the four year 

gather cycle to a six year cycle.  Therefore it would still be a valuable management tool to assist 

the planning efforts of the livestock operators in planning for proper use of the forage resource in 

balance with the wild horse herd as precipitation trends improve.  Gathering wild horses to return 

the population to 163 horses would be beneficial to the plant communities throughout Sand 

Wash, particularly as the recovery from the drought continues and plants continue rebuilding 

their root masses and recruiting new individuals. Gathering horses on a less frequent basis while 

still not exceeding the upper end of AML would mean that the vegetation in and around the 
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temporary trap sites is disturbed less often.  

 

Mitigative Measures:  None 
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Name of specialist and date:  Hunter Seim, 06/06/08  

 

WILDLIFE , AQUATIC  
 

 Affected Environment: The Little Snake River along the southeast boundary of the HMA 

provides the only aquatic wildlife habitat within the HMA.   

 

  Environmental Consequences, both alternatives:  The Proposed Action would not have 

any impact on aquatic wildlife species or their habitat within the HMA. 

 

 Mitigative Measures: None. 

 

 Name of specialist and date:  Timothy Novotny, 06/02/08 

 

WILDLIFE , TERRESTRIAL  
 

 Affected Environment:  The HMA provides year round habitat for mule deer, elk and 

pronghorn antelope including severe winter range. Severe winter range is defined as areas within 

the winter range where 90% of the individuals are located when annual snow pack is at its 

maximum and/or temperatures are at a minimum in the two worst winters out of ten.  

 

A variety of reptiles and small mammals may also be found throughout the HMA. 

 

 Environmental Consequences, both alternatives:  A reduction in horse numbers resulting 

from the gather would have a positive impact on big game habitat in the HMA and would reduce 

competition between big game and wild horses.  
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Horse gather activities may temporarily displace some small mammals and reptiles.  Individuals 

that are capable of avoiding heavy use areas would be temporarily displaced but should return 

once the gather is completed.  A short-term negative impact to individual animals can be 

expected.  The reduction in horse numbers would have a positive impact on habitat for reptiles 

and small mammal species. By keeping horse numbers down, less habitat damage from horses 

would be expected.  This positive impact would out weigh any negative impacts associated with 

the gather activities. 

 

 Mitigative Measures: None. 

 

 Name of specialist and date: Timothy Novotny, 06/02/08 

 

WILD HORSES 

 

Sand Wash Wild Horse Herd 
 

 Affected Environment:  The earliest BLM wild horse census took place in 1971 and was 

completed using a fixed-wing aircraft.  The flight documented 65 wild horses.  Since 1971 herd 

numbers have risen as high as 418 in 1988, and 455 horses in 1995.   BLM has completed six (6) 

capture operations between 1988 and 2005 with a total of 1,134 horses removed from the herd. 

The following table summarizes the age ratios of animals gathered between 1988 and 2005.  The 

number gathered does not equal the number removed since select horses are returned to the range 

during each gather activity. 

 

 

AGE of 

HORSES 

GATHERED  

 

 

1988
1 

Number/percentage 

 

1995
2,6 

Number/percentage 

 

1998
2,6 

Number/percentage 

 

2001
3 

Number/percentage 

 

2005
4 

Number/percentage 

0 42/20% 62/19% 50/26% 76/24% 64/25% 

1 29/14% 13/4% 2/1% 28/9% 37/14% 

2 46/22% 32/10% 25/13% 52/17% 47/18% 

3 19/9% 72/22% 29/15% 29/9% 34/13% 

4 5/2% 43/13% 11/6% 14/5% 10/4% 

5 5/2% 11/3% 2/1% 8/3% 6/2% 

6 5/2% 10/3% 7/4% 13/4% 13/5% 

7 6/3% 23/7% 9/5% 14/5% 10/4% 

8 7/3% 10/3% 6/4% 3/1% 8/3% 

9 7/3% 5/1% 4/2% 4/1% 7/3% 

10 8/4% 6/2% 10/5% 9/3% 2/.7% 

11 2/1% 12/4% 5/3% 13/4% 2/.7% 

12 4/2% 6/2% 6/4% 8/3% 2/.7% 

13 2/1% 7/2% 3/1% 5/2% 1/.4% 

14 0/0% 4/1% 2/1% 2/1% 0/0% 
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AGE of 

HORSES 

GATHERED  

 

 

1988
1 

Number/percentage 

 

1995
2,6 

Number/percentage 

 

1998
2,6 

Number/percentage 

 

2001
3 

Number/percentage 

 

2005
4 

Number/percentage 

15 8/4% 5/1% 5/3% 4/1% 4/2% 

16 8/4% 1/.5% 2/1% 1/.5% 1/.4% 

17 1/.5% 3/1% 0/0% 2/2% 1/.4% 

18 1/.5% 2/1% 3/1% 6/2% 3/1% 

19 0/0% 0/0% 2/1% 3/1% 1/.4% 

20 and        

older 

4/3% 3/5% 7/3% 17/4% 5/2% 

TOTALS 209 330 190 311 261 
1
 The 1988 gather was not age selective and is baseline data for the herd.

  

2
The 1995 and 1998 gathers were age selective with horses 9 years and younger removed. 

3
The 2001 gather was age selective with horses under 6 and over 9 years removed. 

4
The 2005 gather was age selective with horses between the ages of 0 and 5 removed. 

5
Horses older than 20 years and horses determined poor candidates to withstand the stress of capture, holding, and transport were returned to the                                         

HMA regardless of age in 1995;ô98; and ô01. 
6
The low percent yearlings documented in 1995 and 1998 suggests an error in aging the gathered horses. 

 

 

As of the 2005 gather, following three age selective gather operations, the Sand Wash herd has 

retained a desirable age structure. The majority of horses captured in 2005 were under 5 years 

old and horses were present in each age category.  The herd sex ratio over the past twenty years 

has been skewed slightly in favor of females.  At the end of the proposed gather operation, a sex 

ratio closer to 50:50 males to females would remain.   

 

Genetic testing from a representative sample of horses gathered during the 1995 and 2001 

gathers suggests the Sand Wash herd has the highest genetic variation of any herd in Colorado 

with a value well over the mean for domestic and wild horses.  The analysis revealed no sign of 

inbreeding or genetic mixing in the population; that is, no one animal tested had a type that was 

obviously different from any other horse tested in the herd.  The highest similarity for the herd 

was to the Iberian derived Spanish breeds.  The next greatest similarity was to the gaited, North 

American breeds and the Arabian breeds.  The Sand Wash herd showed little relationship to any 

of the other Colorado wild horse populations, with the closest relationship seen toward the 

Bookcliffs herd.   

 

Current selective removal criteria dictate the age of horses that can be removed from the herd.  

Every attempt would be made to comply with the current policy, however some older wild 

horses would be removed in order to release younger horses to obtain a desirable age distribution 

in the HMA.  The majority of horses removed from the HMA would be under 5 years of age; 

therefore the younger age classes remaining in the HMA after the proposed gather action would 

be slightly under represented. Following the 2008 gather, the herd demographics are not 

expected to be disturbed until 2013 or beyond, depending on the success of the fertility control in 
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slowing foal recruitment; therefore a more typical age distribution would be expected to return 

over time.  

  

An average of 23% of horses gathered in this herd between 1988 and 2005 were under one year 

of age.  When compared with the 1988 baseline data, where 20% of the animals gathered were 

foals, herd foal composition during the last 20 years appears to have remained relatively stable. 

 

Gather 

Year 

% of horses 

gathered that were 

less than 1 year old 

% of horses 

gathered that were 

over 1 year 

1988 20% 80% 

1995 19% 81% 

1998 26% 74% 

2001 28% 72% 

2005 23% 77% 

 

The following table itemizes the range and frequency of colors recorded in this herd during the 4 

gather operations: 

 

COLOR 
1989 

% 

1995 

% 

 1998 

% 

2001 

% 

2005
1 

% 

Bay 23% 13 % 11 % 19% 13% 

Grey 15 % 25 % 25 % 22% 19% 

Red Roan 17 % 7 % 13 % 8% 7% 

Sorrel 13 % 24 % 19 % 11% 17% 

Blue Roan 6 % 4 % .5 % 0% 1% 

Brown 5 % 4 % 3 % 4% 4% 

Black 5 % 2 % 2 % 7% 8% 

Paint 4 % 11 % 13 % 14% 11% 

White 4 % 0% 0% 0% 0% 

Buckskin 2 % 3 % 6 % 2% 3% 

Palomino 1 % 3 % 2 % 1% 0% 

Chestnut 1 % 3 % 9 % 7% 11% 

Dun 1 % 1 % .5 % 3% 2% 

Grulla  0% 0% 0% 2% 2% 
1 - Data is missing on the color of 9 older stud horses released back into the herd. 

 

Color variations in the Sand Wash herd have remained widely diversified between 1988 and 

2005.  There has been an increase in paints and uniquely colored gray horses in the herd. This 

could reflect the emphasis in selecting those horses that are highly desirable because of their 

unique color to be returned to the breeding herd in order to create exceedingly adoptable animals 

in the future.   

 

 Environmental Consequences, Proposed Action:  Under the Proposed Action, the post-
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gather population of wild horses within the Sand Wash HMA would be about 163.  The post-

gather number represents the lower limit of the AML range. 

 

Under this alternative, all mares gathered and then selected for release back to the HMA would 

be treated with the PZP vaccine prior to their release. The mares treated would equal 

approximately 75% (61 mares) of post-gather mare population (approximately 21 mares would 

never be gathered and therefore, not treated). Each of these mares, if pregnant, would be 

expected to foal normally during the 2009 foaling season. The initial treatment of PZP would be 

expected to slow population growth starting in 2009 and be effective through 2010. The mares 

initially treated during the gather in October, 2008, would be given a booster treatment of PZP in 

late summer or early fall of 2010.  The booster would be administered by trained personnel via a 

dart.  The horses would be darted from the ground; no further handling or use of aircraft to 

administer the booster is anticipated. This booster is expected slow foaling rates for possibly 

another 22 months, depending on which formulation of the vaccine is available. Under this 

alternative the projected wild horse population would not be expected to exceed the current 

upper limit of the AML range until approximately seven years following the gather (about 2015).  

The projected growth rate used in Table 5 below was derived from the population modeling 

located in Appendix II for year one, then adjusted for the following 4 years thereafter to account 

for the projected effectiveness of the fertility control drug.  
 

Current BLM policy (IM 2005-206, see Appendix VI) directs the field offices to places emphasis 

on removing the younger, more adoptable horses from the range. Every attempt would be made 

to adhere to this policy and analysis of herd demographics predicts that the low end of AML 

could be reached by removing only horses 5 years of age and younger.  However, a stable age 

distribution should remain in the HMA after the gather to ensure the health of the herd; therefore, 

if possible, some animals from each age class would be returned to the HMA after the gather. 
 

 Proposed Action ï Sand Wash HMA Projected Population Size 

Fertility 

Control 

Efficiency 

%  

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

0% 94% 82% 94% 82% 0% 0% 

Foaling 

Rate % 

20%
1 

7.6% 10% 7.6% 10% 20% 20% 

HMA 

Population 

196 211 232 250 275 330 396 

1ï the vaccine does not affect mares that are already pregnant, therefore, the foaling rates during the first year of the vaccinesô 

effectiveness are not reduced.
 

 

These figures are estimates based on the best available data. 

 

Impacts associated with gathering wild horses are well documented.  Gathering wild horses 

causes direct impacts to individual animals such as stress, fear or confusion due to gather 

activities.  These impacts may occur as a result of handling stress associated with the gather, 

capture, sorting, and transportation of animals. The intensity of these impacts varies by 
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individual and is indicated by behaviors ranging from nervous agitation to physical distress.  

Mortality to individuals from this impact is infrequent but does occur in one half to one percent 

of wild horses gathered in a given gather.  Other impacts to individual wild horses include 

separation of members of individual bands of wild horses and removal of animals from the 

population. 

 

Indirect impacts can occur to wild horses after the initial stress event, and may include increased 

social displacement, or increased conflict between animals.  These impacts are known to occur 

intermittently during wild horse gather operations.  Traumatic injuries may occur, and typically 

involve biting and/or kicking bruises, which donôt break the skin.  The occurrence of 

spontaneous abortion events among mares following capture is rare but does occasionally 

happen. 

 

Mares treated with fertility control would be studied as part of BLMôs ongoing fertility control 

research.  For more information about BLMôs fertility control research, refer to: 

http://www.fort.usgs.gov/WildHorsePopulations/default.asp 

 

Mares receiving the fertility control inoculation would experience slightly increased levels of 

stress from additional handling while they are being inoculated and possibly freeze-branded.  

There would be potential additional indirect impacts to animals at the isolated injection site 

following the administration of the fertility control vaccine. In general, the safety of PZP on 

horses has been well-established. Abscesses and reactions, in general, at the injection-site are 

extremely rare, especially when the vaccine is hand-injected.  Administration of the PZP vaccine 

would be done by trained and qualified personnel from the HSUS and the BLM. For monitoring 

purposes, wild horses treated with the PZP vaccine may be identified by a freeze-mark, which 

would be assigned by the National Program Office prior to the proposed gather. If HSUS is able 

to positively identify each mare involved in the study through the use of photo-identification, 

then freeze-branding may not be necessary.  

 

 Environmental Consequences, Alternative 2, Remove Excess Horses, No Fertility 

Control: Under Alternative 2, the post-gather population of wild horses within the Sand Wash 

HMA would be approximately 163. The post-gather number represents the lower limit of the 

AML range. 

 

Under this alternative, all released mares would foal normally. Based on a normal projected 

population increase (20%), wild horse numbers are expected to exceed the upper limit of the 

AML range four years following the gather (about 2013).  Horses would be gathered more 

frequently under this alternative as they would exceed the upper end of AML sooner than under 

Alternative 1.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.fort.usgs.gov/WildHorsePopulations/default.asp



